QUAKANTINE.
Theoretically nothing would appear to be simpler or more plausible than the exclusion of communicable disease by means of preventing communication ; and this is what the system of quarantine aims at. Given an isolated or insular position, a disease not existing or capable of spontaneous generation within the isolated area, and the power of so controlling communication with the world without, that it may be suspended, abolished, or subjected to whatever restrictions or regulations are considered requisite to attain the object in view, and the problem of excluding infectious disease appears both simple and practicable. But the conditions of the problem are not in real life so simple as they can be made to appear on paper ; and there are considerations of importance which detract from the clearness and precision of the issue as we have stated it, and render even the theoretical possibility or advantage of the proceeding doubtful. In the first place, absolute isolation of any community is inconsistent with civilized life, is in fact a condition of savage existence, and advance in civilization signifies and entails among other things progressive increase in the amount and rapidity of communication with other communities.
The necessaries, comforts and luxuries of existence are thus increasingly interchanged, and the time arrives when commerce becomes one of the main requisites of wealth, of sustenance, industry, production,?nay of very life itself. The higher the degree of civilization the less toleration is there of interference with international communication.
Not only so, but with the development of commerce, facilities and opportunities of communication multiply, the desire and necessity of communicating become stronger, and the possibility and power of preventing it decrease in an inverse ratio.
Again, the need of isolation is not always equally urgent, and the risk of importing infectious diseases varies. Isolating expedients ought therefore in reason to vary according to the imminence and gravity of the occasion, and so indeed it has been in practice; quarantine being only imposed, or its regulations being rendered specially stringent, in the presence of enhanced risk. Even in the worst case it is only from some sources and means of intercourse, and these the minority, that danger need be apprehended. In the majority of cases little or no danger or risk exists. Moreover, in the extreme instance where the disease is actually conveyed in the shape of a subject suffering from it to the limit of the healthy area, absolute exclusion is not necessary, for every infectious disease has fortunately its period of incubation, and all that is necessary is to postpone or prevent association till this time has elapsed since the outbreak of the last case ; proper precautions being of course at the same time taken to isolate the contaminated individual, and destroy the contagium which may be reasonably supposed to attach to articles with which he comes in contact.
All these considerations point to the propriety of on occasional and modified quarantine, rather than a permanent and absolute one. But there are other facts connected with the spread of contagious diseases which tend still further to qualify the position. The communicability of infectious diseases is now found to depend upon various conditions which modify the risk of infection. Some of these, such as the climatic, are beyond human control ; but others, consisting in the adoption of sundry hygienic measures, are both practicable and effective. Such being the case, the need and use of quarantine are correspondingly weakened.
The stronger the influence of modifying conditions, controllable and uncontrollable, is held to be, the stronger the case against the propriety and efficacy of quarantine. If quarantine regulations were applied to individuals only they might be irksome, and involve hardship and discomfort, whose infliction would be more unjust and unjustifiable in proportion to the strength of the reasons existing for the enforcement of the measure ; but, when they are applied to masses of men living under artificial conditions involving crowding, they entail risks to health, which are specially aggravated by the presence of disease of an infectious nature. It is but fair to weigh these risks against the advantages which the measure is supposed to gain for the larger community.
The arguments for quarantine are, it must be confessed, more sentimental than real. The motto salus populi suprema lex expresses concisely the principal one which affirms that health and life considerations are paramount, and that all others ought to be subordinated to them. But it is simply begging the question to L November 1, 1878.] QUARANTINE. 3qq apply this maxim, which is per se perfectly true and indisputable, to the case of quarantine regarding whose utility or advantage grave doubts exist. Another argument often used is, that in cases of doubt we must act for the best, and that for practical purposes the motive or course of conduct that promises most good must be accepted and acted on as if it were absolutely true, until a stronger or better is forthcoming.
This also leads back to the question of fact,?Is quarantine capable of doing what it promises ? It is also urged that, had quarantine been enforced under certain (specified) circumstances, great loss of life and labour would have been prevented, and cases are cited and triumphantly appealed to when quarantine saved some particular community while others suffered, or saved it in one year while it suffered in other years.
This leads us to what ought really to determine the question, namely, practical experience ; but when recorded experience is interrogated, difficulties arise which appear almost insurmountable. The fallacy of over-estimating positive evidence is here absolutely bewildering. As in the case of prophetic dreams or favourite drugs, affirmative instances are paraded and accumulated to the exclusion of negative.
Quarantine was established at and it escaped. Post hoc ergo propter hoc. Failures, and they are quite as numerous as apparent successes, probably if the truth were known much more so, are put down to imperfections in the quarantine arrangements, and both the arguments and evidence are made to acquire force by reiteration. It is a fact, however, that places sometimes escape the most infectious diseases without quarantine, and if instances of this sort are added to failures of quarantine, the negative evidence becomes very strong.
The truth is, that the blinder and more absolute the quarantine, the greater the risk of introduction of infectious disease. The position is parallel to a very stringent and prohibitive customs tariff". It encourages deception and smuggling ; strong motives are supplied to conceal disease and elude vigilance and vexatious restrictions; and no co-operation or intelligent aid can be looked for from those most interested.
A resolution of the Government of India, published in a recent issue of the Gazette of India, furnishes an admirable exposition of the principles and practice of the most advanced nations as regards the exclusion of infectious diseases. The insular position of Great Britain affords peculiar facilities for enforcing a system of quarantine, while on the other hand its commercial relations and interests are so numerous and important as to supply very strong reasons why the system should not be enforced. In a minute, which is printed as an appendix to the resolution in question, Dr. Seaton, the Medical Officer of the Local Government Board, furnishes a clear and interesting account of the measures which are now adopted in England with a view to the exclusion of communicable disease This minute is reproduced in extenso on another page. << Of action in England," he states, " for the purpose of preventing the importation of infectious disease, the system of quarantine (in the commonly received sense of that term) forms an extremely small part, if indeed, it may not be said to be abandoned, an altogether different system, called the system of medical inspection, having for some time past been employed." The object of this system is systematically to ascertain the existence of danger, and to deal with the danger, when ascertained to exist, according to the methods which science and experience have demonstrated to be most effective. Intelligent observation and action are thus substituted for a blind and undiscriminating attempt at exclusion. Interference with commerce and liberty is reduced to the minimum.
"When no danger exists no detention or restraint is practised, and when danger is ascertained to exist, its precise nature and extent are scientifically investigated, and only such measures of repression adopted as are necessary to minimise or exclude risk. In this matter as in every other knowledge is power, and the requirements of the case are to apply to the circumstances all the means of inquiry and measures of prevention which are adopted as regards infectious diseases generally, and to adapt these to the special conditions of international communication.
The first desideratum in an intelligent system of preventive measures is to determine the methods and conditions of origin and propagation of every form of infectious disease. The more exact and exhaustive this knowledge becomes, the more easy and clear the adop. tion of repressive measures. The next step is to deal with infectious diseases when they are found to exist according to the hygienic principles and expedients which science and experience declare to be most effective. With this view the law of England has laid down a codo of instructions having for their object the discovery and repression of contagious diseases, which if successfully carried out in every community would render international measures almost unnecessary. It is in this direction,in the detection and treatment of outbreaks of such diseases at the place of origin, that the main hope and stay of prevention really lie, and the sedulous and scrupulous practice of the rules of general and special hygiene acquire in this light an international, nay a universal importance which imposes on individuals and individual communities an obligation of corresponding strength.
The next requisite is a system of exchange of accurate information regarding the existence of contagious diseases. This ought to indicate precisely whence THE INDIAN MEDICAL GAZETTE. [November 1, 187S. danger may be apprehended, and stimulate vigilance and effort to detect and obviate it. The next need is the practice of hygiene, general and special, among moving communities themselves.
Then follow the systematic inspection of conveyances, and the disinfection of those found contaminated by the recognised means. Action is, in this manner, concentrated upon the disease, and if the system of gaining information is exhaustive and the measures employed effective, contagious disease, even when imported to the confines of a healthy area, should go no further. The Resolution deals with the subject of maritime quarantine only ; for it is as regards introduction of disease by vessels only that quarantine is now-a-days considered admissible. It lays down three principles which are to guide the action of port authorities for the future.
In the first place, diseases that are endemic or widely prevalent in the country, are not regarded as proper subjects for quarantine regulations. In the second place, a system of medical inspection for the detection of infectious diseases is recognised as necessary, supplemented by measures for dealing properly with such diseases when detected ; and, in the third place, as regards diseases such as plague which are not endemic in India, authority is given for the framing of rules having for their object their exclusion by means of a modified and discriminating quarantine when danger of importation actually exists. The practical upshot of the matter is, that the true method of dealing with infectious diseases consists not in imposing irksome restraints upon mankind at large, but in the practice of general and special sanitation. It is quite certain that the more general hygiene, public and personal, is cultivated the more the susceptibility to epidemic disease is diminished.
Nothing is more certain than that the extinction of plague in England is due to this cause.
And it is equally certain that the most effective method of applying special hygienic measures to special diseases consists in their early detection and in detailed precautions directed to individual outbreaks and cases. The more precise our knowledge of the etiology and natural history of such diseases, the more intelligent our efforts to stamp them out will become. Quarantine in the old sense of the term means a blind fighting with a vague and unknown danger ; in the new sense it implies a practical grappling with a discovered enemy. The only fear is that the disparaging of the term quarantine, may be held to imply a discountenancing of practicable and rational measures intended to limit the spread of infectious disease. The effeot ought to be the very opposite. The abolition of quarantine ought rather to stimulate than to discourage sanitary effort. Take for example the case of cholera. Segregation of communities, if that were possible, offerg infinitely less promise of extinguishing the disease than does sanitary improvement, and experience has demonstrated the utility of certain measures in the face of the actual existence of disease, such as camping out, suspension of fairs, diversion of streams of pilgrims and starving emigrants, which ought to be resorted to with increased diligence. So as regards small-pox, the promotion of sound vaccination and general hygienic reform constitute the real means of combating the disease ; but when it breaks out measures, such as are indicated in Dr. Seaton's minute, are imperatively necessary. The present resolution rightly read does not merely imply the abolition of quarantine, but it also impresses a strong positive duty, namely, the more diligent practice of those measures which are held to be better fitted to attain the end in view?the limitation and prevention of spreading diseases.
